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In his essay entitled “Common Grace,” John Murray asks a series of questions that one 

should consider when reflecting upon the grace of God: 

 

How is it that men who still lie under the wrath and curse of God and are heirs of hell 

enjoy so many good gifts at the hand of God? How is it that men who are not savingly 

renewed by the Spirit of God nevertheless exhibit so many qualities, gifts and 

accomplishments that promote the preservation, temporal happiness, cultural progress, 

social and economic improvement of themselves and of others? How is it that races and 

peoples that have been apparently untouched by the redemptive and regenerative 

influences of the gospel contribute so much to what we call human civilisation [sic]? To 

put the question most comprehensively: how is it that this sin-cursed world enjoys so 

much favour [sic] and kindness at the hand of its holy and ever-blessed Creator?
1
 

 

Murray’s commentary leads to a consideration of the grace of God. For example, is there a sense 

in which God shows a special kind of grace to certain individuals, but only a general kind of 

grace to others? Murray believes so, and he defines this common grace as “every favour [sic] of 

whatever kind or degree, falling short of salvation, which this undeserving and sin-cursed world 

enjoys at the hand of God.”
2
 Another question, though, arises: is this idea of “common grace” 

even a biblical one?
3
 The Holy Scriptures can be explored to see whether such a concept is 

biblical 

 Part of the confusion with this subject revolves around a proper understanding of the term 

“grace.” Frame defines “grace” as “sovereign, unmerited favor, given to those who deserve 

[God’s] wrath.”
4
 This definition, of course, is based upon a fundamental understanding of human 

nature. That is, human beings, as they are described in Scripture, are not basically good 
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creatures; instead, they are sinners under God’s wrath and curse (e.g., Ephesians 2:1-3; Romans 

3:9ff). Rejecting this understanding robs grace of all meaning, since “to the one who works, his 

wage is not credited as a favor [Greek charis, literally “grace”], but as what is due” (Romans 4:4, 

NASB). For grace to be grace, it must be unmerited and undeserved; otherwise, it becomes little 

more than a payment for services rendered. Instead, the redemption and salvation that God 

promises in Jesus Christ is by His grace alone and apart from any work or effort that man can 

offer or contribute. This is the teaching of Scripture, and it is hopefully a matter on which all 

Christians can agree. 

 Disagreement results, however, when one considers the way (or ways) in which this 

grace is given by God to undeserving human beings. The Bible uses two basic words translated 

“grace” – the Hebrew word hen and the Greek word charis. In most cases, these words refer to 

God’s blessings of redemption. However, this is not always true. For example, Genesis 39:4 

states that Joseph found favor [hen] in the sight of Potiphar and became his personal servant. 

According to Luke 2:52, “Jesus kept increasing in wisdom and stature, and in favor [charis] with 

God and men. Although these words (because of the context) are not translated as “grace,” they 

are based upon the same root word. In both cases, the idea of “redemption from sin” is not being 

used – while Joseph was, in a sense, redeemed from his captivity in prison, Potiphar obviously 

did not grant him pardon from sin before God. And since Jesus was without sin, He did not 

require God’s grace in the redemptive sense. Frame notes that in texts such as these, “hen and 

charis simply refer to God's favor.”
5
 God’s grace (or favor) can apply to more than redemption, 

and this is where the concept of “common grace” enters the discussion. 

 Before discussing common grace, it might also be helpful to note that God’s redemptive 

grace (or saving grace) is applied in a specific way according to Scripture. As one author 
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observes, “The Scriptures clearly speak of Christ's death bringing salvation for specific groups: 

‘His people’ (Matthew 1:21); ‘my people’ (Isaiah 53:8); ‘the sheep’ (John 10:11, 15; cf. John 

10:26); ‘the church’ (Acts 20:28; Ephesians 5:25); ‘many’ (Matthew 20:28; Hebrews 9:28).”
6
 

Bavinck concurs: 

Scripture consistently links the sacrifice of Christ only to the church, whether it is 

described by the word “many” (Isa. 53:11-12; Matt. 20:28; 26:28; Rom. 5:15, 19; Heb. 

2:10; 9:28), by “his people” (Matt. 1:21; Titus 2:14; Heb. 2:17; 7:27; 13:12), by “his 

sheep” (John 10:11, 15, 26f.; Heb. 13:20), by “his brothers” (Heb. 2:11), by “the children 

of God” (John 11:52; Heb. 2:13-15), by “those whom the Father has given him” (John 

6:37, 39, 44; 17:2, 9, 24), by “his church” (Acts 20:28; Eph. 5:25), by “his body” (Eph. 

5:23), or also by “us” as believers (Rom. 5:9, 8:32, 1 Cor. 5:7; Eph. 1:7; 2:18; 3:12; Col. 

1:14; Titus 2:14; Hebrews 4:14-16; 7:26; 8:1; 9:14; 10:15; 1 John 4:10; 1 Peter 3:18; 2 

Pet. 1:3; Rev. 1:5-6; 5:9-10; etc.).
7
 

 

Even within the context of God’s redemptive grace being poured out upon undeserving human 

beings, this is not always done in exactly the same way. For instance: 

[T]here is a diversity among believers before they come to the faith, difference in gender, 

age, class, rank, character, gifts, and so on, and also in the measure and degree of 

wickedness and corruption. And when they come to the faith, there is a diversity in the 

grace given to them. Grace is given to each according to the measure Christ has bestowed 

(Rom. 12:3; 1 Cor. 12:11; Eph. 3:7; 4:7).
8
 

 

So, even as God’s grace is freely given to those who believe on His Son, it is not always given in 

precisely the same way.
9
 Yet, all whom the Lord calls by His grace enjoy the immediate and 

ultimate benefits of His grace –most notably salvation in Jesus Christ –. 

It is at this point an objection might be voiced. The passages listed above obviously point to 

specific (or particular) recipients of God’s saving grace. 
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It might be objected that there are other passages in Scripture that seem to indicate 

otherwise. There are many so-called "universal passages" in the NT that seem to speak of 

Christ's death being of equal benefit for all human beings. Yet, there are many problems with 

reading these texts in this way. One is that such a reading almost invariably leads to universalism 

– the belief that all men will be saved without exception. This teaching would contradict 

Scripture elsewhere (and in some cases, in the very passage that the “universal” verse is 

mentioned; e.g., John 3:16ff) and must be rejected. Very often, the context of the passage is not 

taken into consideration either. An oft-quoted verse is 2 Peter 3:9, which states that “the Lord is 

not slow about His promise, as some count slowness, but is patient toward you, not wishing for 

any to perish but for all to come to repentance.” Yet the very next verse makes it clear that the 

Apostle is speaking of the Lord's second coming, which He is mercifully delaying, rather than 

the issue of salvation in general. Also, the question of the “you” in the verse must be considered. 

It would seem that a specific group is being addressed (e.g., the recipients of the letter) and not 

all men everywhere in exactly the same way. 

Elsewhere, passages that use the word “all” or “all men” are not intended to refer to all 

men individually, but often simply mean “all kinds of men.” This would be designed to teach 

that salvation is not limited to one class of men (e.g., the wealthy or the powerful) or to one 

ethnic group (e.g., the Jews). On the other hand, there are at least fifty places in the NT where 

words such as “all” and “every” are used in a limited sense (e.g, Matthew 10:22; 21:26; Luke 

2:1-3; Luke 3:15; John 11:48: Acts 2:45; 2 Corinthians 3:2).
10
 For example, Mark 1:5 says that 

all the country of Judea and all the people of Jerusalem were going out to see John; it seems an 

imposition upon the text to suggest that this would include every single individual. “All” in this 

case is not meant to be taken a woodenly literal fashion but to convey a point – large numbers of 
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the people were going out to see John (and were being baptized).
11
 This is not an odd or unusual 

use of the words. Just in the writing of this paper, the author considered using the phrase “people 

talk like this all the time” in order to make the point. Obviously, people do not talk this exact 

way all the time, but such a statement demonstrates the point – the use of “every” or “all” is 

often for emphasis and to indicate an common occurrence, rather than attempting to use a word 

meant to be take as being synonymous with “100%.” 

A careful consideration of Scripture will indicate that this is consistent with the manner in 

which God has consistently dealt with His people throughout history. He states, “I will have 

mercy on whom I have mercy, and I will have compassion on whom I have compassion” 

(Romans 9:15), and Paul is clear that there is no injustice with God in this (v. 14). God chose 

Abraham out of all the people of the earth. He chose Isaac over Ishmael and Jacob over Esau. He 

raised up Joseph over his brothers for His own purposes. He chose Israel above all the nations, 

not because of something in them, but by His grace and because of His great love (Deuteronomy 

7:7-8). He also raised up individuals like Judas and Pharaoh as objects of His wrath, so that His 

glory could be displayed (see Acts 1:16-20; Romans 9:17). Were it not for the grace of God, no 

one would experience His redeeming love. A quote from Patrick, a Christian minister in the early 

church, uses an interesting illustration: “I was like a stone lying in the deep mire; and He that is 

mighty came and in His mercy lifted me up, and raised me aloft, and placed me on the top of the 

wall.”
12
 Stones can do nothing to lift themselves out of the mire; they are dependent on another 

to lift them out of it. Also, not every stone is removed; the one who does the lifting is under no 

obligation to do so. The fact that God does not pour out His grace on everyone in exactly the 

                                                 
11
 Since these are considered to be adult baptisms of repentance, it doubtful that most would wish to defend the idea 

that John was also baptizing children and infants in the Jordan River while they confessed their sins, for instance. As 

soon as one restricts the individuals to adults, the meaning of “all” has thus been limited. 
12
 Patrick, The Confession; available from http://www.britannia.com/history/docs/patrick1.html; accessed April 1, 

2009. Yes, this Patrick is that Patrick (sometimes known as St. Patrick). 



 6

same way does not lessen the greatness of His grace. To say that human beings “deserve” His 

grace not only fails to consider the sinful predicament of humanity; it cheapens the concept of 

God’s marvelous grace.
13
 

If God’s redemptive grace must be so carefully considered, it should not come as a 

surprise that the same could be said of his “common grace.” The problem with this terminology, 

however, is that it can be misleading. Frame defines common grace as “any blessing of God that 

does not save a person from sin.”
14
 Yet, even he is reluctant to use that terminology, as most 

English Bibles use “grace” in the redemptive/saving sense. He states, “I would prefer that this 

concept be called common love or common favor to avoid confusion.”
15
 The point is well taken; 

since this is not “grace” in the redemptive sense, a change in terminology might indeed be 

helpful in clearing up any misperceptions. The idea behind the concept of this “common favor” 

is that God is good (in a general sense) to all of His creation, even those who have not (and may 

never) embrace salvation in Jesus Christ. Following are some verses of Scripture that speak to 

this (emphasis has been added): 

� Psalm 145:9 – “The Lord is good to all, and His mercies are over all His works.” 

� Matthew 5:45 – “He causes His sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the 

righteous and the unrighteous.” 

� Acts 14:15-17 – “We are also men of the same nature as you, and preach the gospel to 

you that you should turn from these vain things to a living God, who made the heaven 

and the earth and the sea and all that is in them. In the generations gone by He permitted 
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all the nations to go their own ways; and yet He did not leave Himself without witness, in 

that He did good and gave you rains from heaven and fruitful seasons, satisfying your 

hearts with food and gladness.” 

Other examples could be provided from Scripture. The household of Potiphar is said to be 

blessed by the Lord (Genesis 39:5). The wicked rich man in Luke 16 is told that during his life 

he received “good things” (v. 25). Where did these good things from (ultimately) if not from 

God? In each of the cases mentioned, God is good to His creation (including individual human 

beings, and including pagans and the wicked), but this is not the same as His grace being given 

in a saving sense. However, this is an indication of God’s goodness toward His creation.
16
 Frame 

notes, “God does … have a kindly disposition toward all his creatures, as is plain in Psalm 145:9 

and Matthew 5:43-48. These passages do not refer only to the divine gifts; they also refer to the 

divine disposition underlying the gifts.”
17
 God is good to all of His creation. This does not mean 

that all of humanity appreciates His good gifts and returns thanks to Him (cf. Romans 1:21). But 

it does indicate that God deals with His creatures far better than they deserve. 

 In conclusion, someone may inquire as to the importance of this doctrine. First, it is the 

teaching of Scripture. It helps to distinguish between those passages that speak of God’s favor 

toward His creatures in a general way, and those places that speak of His special grace poured 

out upon His people. This demonstrates the supremacies of His love in a way greater than simply 

looking at the “least common denominator.” It also prevents the skeptic from asserting that the 

Scriptures are contradictory. Secondly, it calls all people to appreciate the good gifts of God and 

to return thanks to Him for whatever they have received. Too often, the goodness of God is only 

appreciated in the “big things” (i.e., salvation); it helps to return thanks to God for even the 
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“small things” He gives to His creatures. Thirdly, this doctrine helps to avoid extremes among 

Christians. Some, for example, would claim that God has no love whatsoever for those creatures 

who are not redeemed in Christ. While it is true that God does hate sin and even the sinner (e.g., 

Psalm 5:5), His general kindness and favor cannot be denied. The opposite extreme can be 

equally guilty of distorting God’s grace. If His saving grace and common favor are not 

distinguished, the concept of God’s grace may run the risk of being reduced to something that is 

weak and ineffective. If His grace in redeeming sinners is not different than His goodness in 

providing food and other good things for His creatures, the glory of salvation in Christ Jesus is 

cheapened. God’s great love, however, is clearly seen in both His goodness to His creatures in 

general as well as His grace given to those who are redeemed in Christ. 


